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Abstract 
This paper describes the development of an innovative online website for international 
graduate students studying at universities in Australia. In 2008, the Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT) in Australia identified as a key goal the development of 
its profile as a research intensive university.  One of the performance indicators in 
realising this goal was to increase the proportion of international graduate students from 
20% to 50% over a five-year period. To support these students, the University Research 
Students Centre (RSC) decided to develop an innovative interactive website called the 
‘Doorway to Research’ to help prepare students for their arrival in Australia, by providing 
access to information and support between the period of their acceptance to their 
graduate programs and their arrival into the country. 
Keywords -  Innovation, technology, international graduate student, web-based 
resources, NESB students, social networking. 
1 INTRODUCTION 
This paper describes the development of an innovative online website for international graduate 
students studying at universities in Australia called the ‘Doorway to Research’ (DR). The use of online 
environments to support international and non-English speaking background (NESB) students has 
grown significantly (e.g., Bates, 2001; Bretag et al, 2002; Chumley-Jones et al, 2002). As the 
Australian post-graduate research system currently has strict time limits for completion of higher 
degree research (HDR) students, the primary goals of the ‘Doorway to Research’ website are to 
enhance research and research training by increasing student understanding of cultural and academic 
differences between their home cultures and Australian culture; to enhance their language skills to 
support the requirements of successful graduate studies in Australia; and to enhance their knowledge 
and skills in their academic research areas of interest (Marcus & Gould, 2000). 
The Doorway to Research website is intended to enhance the quality of the research and research 
training experience by expanding and enhancing:  
o Understanding of Australian culture and language; 
o Understanding of Australian research culture; 
o Language knowledge and skills in terms of requirements for graduate studies 
The online resources include four key topic areas: 
o Life in Australia – This topic features resources based on materials from the Australian 
government to provide key information and advice;  
o Research in Australia – This topic features links to key research facilities, funding 
agencies and universities in Australia; 
o Language skills – This topic features links to resources that support reading, writing, 
listening and speaking;   
o Fields of research – This topic features links, activities and information about research 
studies within different disciplines. 
Resources and functions incorporated into the website include videoclips, self assessment activities, 
and individual student profile pages incorporating social networking functionality. For example, search 
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functions within the site will enable users to identify other users by region, topic and research interest. 
By connecting with like-minded colleagues before arrival in country, new students may begin their 
studies within a community of learners (White, 2004; Woodman, 2004). It is anticipated that these 
online communities will also extend to provide ongoing support and collaboration throughout the 
students’ studies, and ideally, post-graduation (Web, 2002). 
Anticipated learning outcomes include increased confidence and enhanced understanding  of the 
Australian cultural and research environments, and increased  networking  of contacts for support 
during candidature;  and skill development in English comprehension and use (Cotterall, 2004; 
Waschauer, 2002). By improving the quality of their personal and professional experience, it is 
anticipated students will experience more satisfactory progress through candidature and timely 
completions will result (Finch, 2001). 
1.1 Background  
In 2008, the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Australia identified the development of its 
profile as a research intensive university as a key goal.  One of the performance indicators in realising 
this goal was to increase the proportion of international graduate students from 20% to 50% over a 
five-year period.  
The RSC was aware that many of its international graduate students experienced delays between 
receiving their acceptances and arriving to commence study, usually due to visa approval processes.  
Students reported a frustration during this time as they awaited commencement.  They also reported 
anxiety in the first months in Australia as they sought to make the transition to graduate studies and 
life in a new country. It was agreed to develop a website to deliver information and activities to student 
while they were anticipating commencement to support transition. 
To support these students, the University Research Students Centre (RSC) decided to develop a 
website to help prepare students before their arrival in Australia, by delivering information and support 
to students between the period of their acceptance to their graduate programs and their arrival into the 
country. It was anticipated that increasing international graduate student numbers could  create 
challenges for the institution in a number of areas. 
A. Cultural, linguistic and academic factors 
Cultural, linguistic and/or academic differences between student home cultures and/or institutions and 
the Australian context may impact students progress. Culture is a filter through which we perceive and 
experience the world. Thus, cultural differences may effect communication between students and their 
supervisors, students and other students, or students in the greater community (Marcus & Gould, 
2000). 
Linguistic challenges may include high level, and often highly specific, language skills and/or 
knowledge. For example, graduate students are expected to be able to write appropriately in a specific 
genre or discipline, present orally in seminars and at conferences, as well as interact appropriately 
with colleagues and others. They are expected to know and be able to use discipline specific 
terminology appropriately, and to read regular academic journal articles (Web, 2002). 
Finally, different countries and different institutions often have distinct academic cultures. Differences 
may include expectations regarding student and teacher/supervisor roles and responsibilities, 
discipline-specific skills expectations, or even different understandings of approaches to research 
(e.g., what it is, how it’s done) and requirements for different types of research degrees (Briguglio, 
2000). 
B. Online delivery  
The RSC was aware that many of its international graduate students experienced delays between 
receiving their acceptances and arriving to commence study, usually due to visa approval processes.  
Students reported a frustration during this time as they awaited commencement.  They also reported 
anxiety in the first months in Australia as they sought to make the transition to graduate studies and 
life in a new country. It was agreed to develop a website to deliver information and activities for 
students while they were anticipating commencement to support transition. 
To support these students, the University Research Students Centre (RSC) decided to develop a 
website to help prepare students before their arrival in Australia, by delivering information and support 
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to students between the period of their acceptance to their graduate programs and their arrival into the 
country. 
2 DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS 
Development of the website was driven by a number of key design issues: information access, 
relationship development, linguistic and cultural awareness development, multi-institutional access, 
and privacy concerns. 
2.1 Information access 
The initial impetus for the development of the Doorway to Research was to create a portal for 
international students which could simplify access to relevant information regarding living and studying 
in Australia and Australian institutions. For example, while many university websites have extensive 
information on many different topics, limited search functions may make it difficult for students to 
access the information, minimizing the impact (Chumley et al, 2002). 
In addition, it was determined that an online environment could provide the best access for users in 
diverse geographical locations (e.g., pre-arrival gradúate students), allowing both synchronous and 
asynchronous access to access content, discuss content, add content, and/or evaluate content 
(Woodman, 2004; Woodman &  Kazoullis, 2007). 
Another key design issue was a desire for the minimal use of text in the interface. Many international 
students come from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB), thus text-intensive websites can be 
problematic (White, 2004). They can ‘get lost’ in a sea of words and miss relevant information. The 
principle of ‘less is more’ is a key feature of webdesign. Furthermore, use of graphic rather than 
textual information, and use of multimedia (e.g., video clips) to illustrate key concepts in English and 
other languages can increase usability by presenting critical information in alternate modalities.  
2.2 Social networking and relationship development 
To address the isolation often experienced by new graduate students, who by the nature of graduate 
study tend to work in small groups or individually,  a key aspect of the design of the DR was the 
incorporation of social networking functionality (Cotterall, 2004). This functionality will allow users to 
create their own profile pages (e.g., like in Facebook), identify other students from their own cultural 
and/or academic background at their (or other) institutions to ‘friend’, etc. By making such connections 
prior to arrival in country, new students could find support from a community of scholars, discussing 
life and academic issues with others who had ‘been there’ already. 
2.3 Linguistic, cultural and research development 
Providing access to online resources for autonomous language skills development was also a key 
design feature (Finch, 2001). Many international graduate students experience difficulty in working and 
living English. However, generic language programs are usually not appropriate to learners at their 
level. Finding time to study language can also be challenging. Therefore, providing links to key 
language development sites for different language skills, allowing users to rank sites, and providing 
strategies for identifying more personally relevant sites can promote autonomous learning whereby 
learners expand and explore their personal journey of language development (Bretag et al, 2002; 
Briguglio, 2000; White, 2004).  
Cultural differences can also influence general as well as academic understanding and experience 
(Marcus & Gould, 2000). Case studies that introduce and explore differences between Australian and 
cultures can raise awareness of such differences, and lead to better understanding of expectations 
and perceptions (e.g., how is this different from what is done in my country). Links to relevant websites 
can also support users in exploring differences between their home cultures, educational cultures, 
etc., to better succeed in the Australian context. 
Finally, different countries and different institutions often have distinct academic cultures. Differences 
may include expectations regarding student and teacher/supervisor roles and responsibilities, 
discipline-specific skills expectations, or even different understandings of approaches to research 
(e.g., what it is, how it’s done) and requirements for different types of research degrees. Therefore, 
providing links to research support sites for specific institutions, as well as case studies for specific 
situations which may be encountered within Australian academic context. 
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2.4 Other issues 
A number of other issues arose during the development process which impacted on design decisions. 
For example, although initially intended for the Queensland University of Technology (QUT), interest in 
the DR was shown by a number of other institutions within the Australian Technology Network 
universities (ATN). Therefore, site functionality was modified to allow individual institutions to 
personalize their own institutional information and administrative functions (e.g., adding users, etc.). 
Also, public content created by QUT was made generic to Australia, rather than specific to Brisbane. 
The incorporation of social networking functions within the website raised issues related to the 
creation of both private and public areas. Ensuring individual user control regarding access to their 
prívate and public pages was addressed by password protection to prívate areas, and providing 
individual users control over access to their personal information (e.g., location, name, network, etc.) 
(Bates, 2001).  
3 CONTENT 
The Doorway to Research website incorporates three resource types:  
o Key information,  
o Skills development activities, and  
o Interactive networking opportunities.   
3.1 Topic areas 
Resources were identified across four key topic areas: Life in Australia, Research in Australia, 
Language skills; and Fields of research. 
A. Life in Australia 
This topic area features resources based on materials access from the Australian government provide 
key information and advice to support understanding of what will be expected of international students 
commencing study in Australia. Topics covered range from packing and budgeting to finding 
accommodation and accessing utilities. 
B. Research in Australia  
This topic area features a range of links to key research facilities, funding agencies and universities in 
Australia.  There are also links to key policy and procedure that inform research in Australia.  
C. Language skills 
This topic area features a range of categories of language skills with links to resources that support 
reading, writing, listening and speaking in English.  Resources have been selected acknowledging the 
language needs of research students and their anticipated language capacity and need on admission.  
D. Fields of research 
This topic features resources catalogued against the Excellence in Research in Australia Fields of 
Research.  Within each of the fields students can access links, activities and information about 
research studies within distinct disciplines. Within the Australian context “Fields of Research” may 
include:  
• Mathematical Sciences 
• Physical Sciences 
• Chemical Sciences 
• Earth Sciences 
• Environmental Sciences 
• Biological Sciences 
• Agricultural & Vet Sciences  
• Information & Computing Sciences  
• Engineering Sciences 
• Technology 
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• Medical and Health Sciences 
• Built Environment and Design 
• Education 
• Economics 
• Commerce, Management, Tourism and Services 
• Studies in Human Society 
• Psychology and Cognitive Sciences 
• Law and Legal Studies 
• Studies in Creative Arts and Writing 
• Language, Communication and Culture 
• History and Archaeology  
• Philosophy and Religious Studies 
3.2 Identification of resources 
Resources were designed to focus on particular needs identified through knowledge of student 
performance issues and discussion with key staff at QUT engaged in international student support. 
The resources included:  
• Video welcomes from graduate students from a range of countries and research backgrounds; 
• Self assessment/Short quiz activities with feedback features that facilitated access to 
appropriate on line resources and links; 
• Research activities linked to discipline specific stimulus materials that could be stored, shared 
and reviewed,  
• Institution specific information including course rules and graduate student service points, and  
• Individual student profile pages where students can store resources, search across the system 
for students with common interests and readily access preferred activities and information. 
Networking opportunities have been incorporated into the activities and profile page.  Search functions 
including search by region, topic and research interest to allow the student to select engagement with 
other participants as well as key experts (e.g., experienced supervisors, international support services 
staff and training support staff). Networking functions were intended to help the student form 
friendships and research links as well as practice language skills.  
4 SITE FUNCTIONALITY  
To date three of the four content sites have been developed in a preliminary way and all of the 
proposed functionality required for deliverying the content is available.  The design of the site took 
longer than anticipated.  Once selected it was realised that aspects of the design, particularly the use 
of icons created additional costs not previously been anticipated.  Ultimately the look is clean and 
sharp with easy navigation and a style that encourages users to explore the site.   
The development of content has been carefully reviewed with consideration of future sustainability of 
the site.  While regular review of the material may be posible the site encourages users to provide 
feedback and contribute to the updating and correction of the site going forward.  Functionality has 
also been provided to allow for the easy loading and revisión of materials by the University Research 
Students Centre.  This reduces costs going forward as ongoing input from the web and design team 
should be limited.   
Functionality has also been incorporated that allows into the future individual site users at different 
universities to include materials exclusive to their students in addition to the more generic information.  
The extent to which this will be required is yet to be considered but adds another dimensión for 
tailoring the site to the needs of specific cohorts.  
Adoption of common web community icons has been used to make easy use of the site posible for 
those familiar with more popular sites such as Facebook.  Particularly in the community site it is hoped 
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that the user will enjoy tailoring the look and feel of their own site and inviting others to share 
information they load for reference.   
Inclusion of short video footage featuring students from a range of countries and in different languages 
is aimed at making new users feel confort through viewing familiar faces and hearing familiar accents.  
Short titles and easy to Access content in pop up boxes is intended to ensure the site keeps u with the 
need for information and desire to more through content rapidly as well as link it to profile pages for 
ongoing reference.  
5 PROJECT TEAM  ENGAGEMENT 
To maintain momentum on the Project, the active members met weekly for about one hour per week.  
Members included the web developer and designer, three content providers and a video support 
assistant.  All contributed ideas to the look of the site and heped to consider issues from the color size 
and shape of headings to the navigation used on the site.  The content was left more to individual to 
progress.  However, a separate team was identified who were invited to review the material and 
provide input to ensure that it met expectations.  The process of piloting the site has been delayed as 
further refinement of current content and preparation of the Field of Reserach content is completed.  It 
is anticipated that students and staff who work with international research students will be invited to 
review the content as well as the look and feel of the site.   
This process is not expected to markedly change the shape of the site but rather hopefully identify 
problems or issues and correct errors previous overlooked.  It is anticipated that the site should be 
ready to go live no later than the second half of 2010. Conditions for the site going live are approval of 
the content by and confirmation of functionality through the pilot study reported to the Project Sponsor. 
Initial release will be limited to QUT, with future expansion across the ATN anticipated.   
Existing workshop materials and online resources available to current students is also currently being 
reviewed.  These materials tend to be more institute specific and also more concerned with developing 
gradúate capabilities and meet progression requirements within specific awards (ie., Professional 
Doctorate, Doctor of Philosophy, Masters by Research).  By contrast, support at more specific 
discipline levels to assist with language related skills development and particularly thesis writing and 
oral presentations is common.  These complement the introductory, contextural and preparatory 
resources provided on the DR site.  
6 OUTCOMES 
Expected learning outcomes for the student include:  
• Increased confidence about commencing graduate studies, with a better appreciation of the 
cultural and research study related expectations; 
• Being better informed about how to settle into the graduate studies environment, with a 
network of contacts to support them during candidature; 
• Increased exposure to opportunities for speaking, listening, reading and writing in English, with 
activities targeted at building language skills to support graduate studies, and; 
• Better awareness of services and resources available to support graduate studies.   
These learning outcomes are expected to improve the quality of student research and research 
training experience, and therefore improving the quality of the experience satisfactory progress 
through candidature. 
While the main aims of the website relate to student learning outcomes, other expected benefits 
include early contact with students via online access by supervisors and other key university 
stakeholders interested in working with the student in the pre-arrival phase, and throughout their 
candidature.   
In a broader context, the website structure may increase interest in QUT and/or the ATN in other 
countries and/or with other student cohorts. The website could become a point of engagement for 
researchers interested in the construction of the website and evaluation of website in terms of student 
learning outcomes.  As noted previously, the website is being considered for use in the eGrad School,  
This is an online portal offered by the Australian Technology Network of Universities (ATN).  This 
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would make the website available to graduate students at five universities across Australia (QUT, 
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology, University of Technology Sydney, University of South 
Australia and Curtin University).  
7 RECOMMENDATIONS 
Based on their experience of developing this website the following recommendations were identified. 
Elements critical to informing the development of the website site map and graphic design (i.e., look 
and feel for the site) include:  
o The key content to be delivered on the site; 
o The target audience for the site, and 
o The learning outcomes anticipated. 
To inform interactive and graphic design, which may be new to business area, review other sites 
developed using the software: 
o Explore these sites aware of their audiences and anticipated outcomes; 
o Look for features that can be reused in the proposed site, this will keep development costs 
down, and 
o Consider carefully development of new design and interactive features as this can be costly in 
terms of time and money and have implications for maintenance of the site into the future.  
The Project Plan should be a living document that is regularly reviewed particularly in the early stages 
of candidature.  It should include: 
o A budget for the project; 
o A timeline for the project (including review by users and resource development time); 
o A communication plan; 
o Members of the project team and their roles, and 
o Clear objectives and outcomes noting limitations and any concerns about future sustainability. 
8 FUTURE DEVELOPMENT 
As noted above, future development is expected in the key topic areas. For example, in the “Fields of 
Research’, researchers will be encouraged to contribute stories or materials that provide advice and 
information that help the students to situate themselves in this discipline specifically. Over time we 
may invite some video case studies from experienced researchers concerning: how they got their start 
in research; what the average day for a senior researcher is like; key factors for research career 
success; ddvice for new researchers; and common challenges faced by new researchers. In addition,  
key researchers and professional staff as well as students from within the discipline will be 
approached and encouraged to contribute to this by providing advice on useful resources they may 
have identified.  
Ideally, each Discipline area will incorporate some introductory comments on the Research 
environment as it exists in this particular discipline. This may include any guides to writing within the 
discipline available from faculties. In addition, they will provide a catalogue of resources providing 
examples of written and spoken work in the discipline area (e.g., links to Australasian Digital Thesis 
Database, ePrints, milestone exemplars for QUT, podcast lectures). With current functionality, and 
these additions, site users should be able to do a range of things including: joining a discussion on the 
topic of the case study; saving resources as favourites in their profile; joining a group that has an 
ongoing interest in the topic; rating the case study and providing comment on it for others to view; 
sending invitations to suggest other case study topics; and using links to email experts for further 
advice on specific issues. 
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9 CONCLUSIONS 
From Project planning through site development on to content development and finally into pilot phase 
the experience is demanding and engaging.  The rewards come from seeing the site move from 
thoughts into a real web site.  The frustrations come from trying to design the website and create the 
website simultaneously.  There are anxieties in trying to meet budget and time limitations.  Keeping 
the team focussed on the objectives of the Project and able to work independently can be challenging.  
If nothing else, weekly meetings show when the momentum is waining or when participants are not on 
track with the Project.   
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